policy setting change, but the hierarchy of goals and use of instruments also shifted radically. Organised interests, political parties and policy experts were all involved in this change. Yet, if we consider a specific aspect of child-care policy in France -preschool -continuity is a main dimension of the evolution since the end of the nineteenth century. Indeed, the roots of an institution do not disappear, and the choices made at the beginning of the twentieth century still have an impact on today's policy. In fact, at each different period, new objectives have been added on top of the old ones.
The question of change in this public policy domain is thus complex. Public child care offers a very interesting angle to understand it, as it seems to be at the root of the French welfare system and, after a long period of adjustments and marginal adaptations, has again become a public challenge. But we have to keep in mind the gap between the role of preschool and the development of new instruments and even new arguments, not to mention new paradigms for organising and implementing these instruments.
Public child care as an element of a larger domain: family policy
In France, child-care policies have traditionally been integrated within a larger public policy domain: family policy. So it is sometimes difficult to isolate public child-care policies from this larger explicit domain of public intervention. Looking back helps to understand the crucial problem of defining these domains. Public child-care policies are part of family policy, but not all of it, as family policies also include civil law concerning the family as an institution (marriage, divorce, parental authority, etc.), family allowances, housing benefits, means-tested benefits for poor households and child-care allowances and services. At the same time, preschool, which is undoubtedly a crucial part of the French public child-care system, is often considered part of another sector of public intervention: education. When considering public child-care policies, we have to keep this jigsaw puzzle in mind.
French family policy is indeed generally considered one of the most explicit and intensive in Europe. It has even been said that family issues could be the basis of the French social security system, just as poverty was a cornerstone of the Anglo-Saxon welfare state, and workers' status that of Germany's Sozialstaat (Merrien, 1990) . This is why family benefits were first regarded as an extension of the 'family wage' and, in a way, as one of the main pillars of the French social welfare system (Friot, 1998) .
